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I have often thought that, despite their shortcomings, universities provide something like the sense of belonging to those who inhabit them that the "gathered churches" may have afforded the New England Puritans. They lack perhaps the sense of a sustaining purpose provided by a belief in an almighty power; the trustees do not quite inspire such awe. Nonetheless, especially in departments of literature, universities provide sacred texts and offer plenty of opportunity for sectarian strife. Academics tend to imagine themselves as a saving remnant of what the Puritans called "visible saints" in the midst of a fallen world. And what is tenure but a modern covenant of the elect? Along the way, of course, there is frequent occasion for the self-doubt that plagued the true Calvinist.
Yale University was founded over three hundred years ago to combat the doctrinal backsliding already apparent at Harvard. Although some of its congregants will complain that a Puritan ethos still lingers at Yale, I have found in the departments of English and Comparative Literature, perhaps not a city on a hill, but a particularly hospitable environment for the research and writing that have culminated in this book. Other religions come to mind as well, of course. Many a literary critic has romanticized the life of the Talmudic scholar, and universities provide degrees of hierarchy and rites of passage worthy of the Catholic Church. Over the last decade of initiation, I have accumulated many debts, which can be only partly redeemed, even in a lengthy note of acknowledgement.
While it is impossible here to name everyone who has offered an enlightening comment or two to help me with this study, let me express my thanks especially to those who have read and responded in detail to portions of the work in progress: Daniel Albright, Sam Alexander, Robert Alter, Tobias Boes,
